Methods of the survey of consumer finances by anonymous
METHODS OF THE SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
1
The Survey of Consumer Finances seeks to ex-
tend our knowledge of the economic position and
attitudes of consumers in the United States. It
gathers information about their current financial
status, their recent spending and saving behavior,
their attitudes toward their own financial situation
and prospects as well as those of the country as a
whole, and their spending and saving plans for the
near future. These are important factors in the
ebb and flow of economic activity and information
concerning them should be collected periodically
if it is to make its greatest contribution to our
knowledge of economic change.
It would be prohibitively expensive and wasteful
to ask every consumer about his financial position
and economic outlook. Fortunately, methods de-
veloped within the past few decades make such a
procedure unnecessary. Advances in sampling
techniques make, it possible, by collecting informa-
tion from a few thousand cases, to determine values
representative of millions of cases within practi-
cable margins of error that are established in ad-
vance. Reliance on sampling has several advan-
tages. In addition to making consumer surveys
financially feasible, it yields results more quickly
than a complete survey and permits the use of
more uniform methods and a higher average qual-
ity of personnel. On the other hand, sampling
has definite limitations, and the smaller the sample
the greater some of these limitations become. For
example, small samples limit the possibilities of
obtaining reliable information about small sub-
groups, such as consumers living in particular
areas.
Methods of approaching respondents, of in-
ducing them to give information freely concern-
ing even personal matters, and of reducing errors
in reporting have also been developed or improved
within recent years. When respondents are first
asked to express their opinions and feelings and to
talk freely about matters they like to discuss, it
becomes easier to collect data on financial assets
and liabilities. Also, the discussion of diverse
aspects of the respondents' financial situation per-
mits the analyst to check on the consistency of the
information received. One disadvantage of seek-
ing information about numerous subjects in one
survey is that they cannot all be treated in detail.
Annual Surveys of Consumer Finances have been
conducted in January and February of each of the
years 1946-50. In addition, an interim survey has
been made in July of a number of these years and
an extensive pilot study was conducted in 1945.
For the purpose of deriving time trends from sev-
eral consecutive surveys, changes in survey methods
and subject matter need to be kept to a minimum.
On the other hand, considering the newness of the
survey techniques and the desirability of advancing
knowledge concerning their potentialities and limi-
tations, it is essential that any freezing of survey
designs be avoided. Survey methods have been
continuously, although not fundamentally, revised
on the basis of past experience so that, in some
instances, exact comparability of data obtained from
consecutive surveys is not maintained. The most
important innovations in the 1950 survey concern
the content of the questionnaire (inquiries into
certain forms of assets and liabilities were ex-
panded) and the methods of coding.
STEPS IN MAKING THE SURVEYS
INTERVIEWING
The interviewing staff. The Survey Research Cen-
ter maintains a national staff of trained interviewers
who work on many projects in addition to the
1 Prepared by the stall of the Survey Research Center, Uni-
versity of Michigan. Responsibility for the article was car-
ried primarily by George Katona, Program Director, Leslie
Kish, Acting Head of Sampling Section, and John B. Lan-
sing and James K. Dent, Study Directors. They wish to
thank the Board's Division o£ Research and Statistics for
valuable suggestions.
Survey of Consumer Finances. The staff is set up
on the basis of county units, each with a local super-
visor. In addition to the county staffs, who are
employed on a part-time basis at an hourly rate,
the Center has a number of permanent field
supervisors. Their functions include the train-
ing of interviewers and hiring when necessary.
For a major project such as the Survey of Con-
sumer Finances these traveling supervisors at-
tend conferences in Ann Arbor where the study
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Is discussed in detail. They then visit the counties
and train the interviewers. Although many of the
local interviewers have been with the Center for
several years, it is always necessary to replace part
of the staff for each study. About two-thirds of
the interviewers are women; over 80 per cent have
college training; and 75 per cent fall in the age
group 30-60 years. The occupational groups most
frequently represented among the interviewers are
housewives, school teachers, and college students.
A typical interviewer, if there were one, would
be a housewife between 30 and 45 years of age
with college training who wants part-time work.
Training interviewers. Careful selection and in-
dividual training of personnel are necessitated by
the interview methods used. Interviewing is not a
routine operation of reading questions prepared in
the central office and recording the answers. The
interviewer must "sell" himself to the respondent by
explaining the importance of the interview and the
method- by which the respondent was selected.
He must convince the respondent that no data con-
cerning individuals will be revealed. He must
establish rapport with the respondent and have the
ability to encourage him to talk freely and to give
complete and truthful answers. In addition, of
course, he must keep careful and reliable records of
what the respondent says.
During training, practice interviews are recorded
and played back to the interviewers. By listening
to their own and their colleagues' procedures, in-
terviewers notice what they did well and what they
failed to do. Further training is conducted in the
field as the supervisor observes the interviewer in
an actual interview situation.
Interview methods. In most instances, letters are
written to the respondents announcing in somewhat
general terms that a representative of the Survey
Research Center will call on them in connection
with a consumer survey. This letter helps the in-
terviewer in his first contact with a household.
Interviewers are instructed to interview the head
of each spending unit. The head is defined as the
husband or, if there is not a husband, the main
earner. In most cases, only the head of the spend-
ing unit can be relied upon to know all financial
details about income, mortgages, bank deposits,
etc. Yet in certain instances it is not possible to
interview the head. Then the wife's responses are
accepted. This occurred in 15 per cent of the inter-
views for the 1950 survey.
The questionnaire attempts to serve the dual
purposes of specifying the questions which the
interviewer is to ask and of enlisting the interest
and participation of the respondent. The inter-
viewer must adhere strictly to the sequence and
wording of each question in order to obtain com-
parable answers from different respondents. The
sequence and wording of the questions are designed
to make them understandable to the respondents
and to lead from one topic to the next. Introduc-
tions to the entire interview and to some of its
larger parts are likewise prepared, but the inter-
viewer can, and usually does, adapt the introduc-
tions to the specific situations he encounters. The
interview form used in the 1950 survey contained
180 questions or entries. Many of these questions,
however, did not apply to each respondent. For
instance, if a respondent did not buy an automo-
bile in 1949, the questions about price and method
of financing were not asked. On the average,
an interview lasted one hour. In simple cases
it was finished more rapidly, and in other instances
in which the financial situation was complex, or
the respondent rather talkative, it took longer.
In addition to the questions printed in the
questionnaire, the interviewer customarily uses
other techniques for eliciting additional informa-
tion from the respondents. In the training, con-
siderable emphasis is placed on the use of so-called
"nondirective" probing methods. These methods
are designed to draw out the respondent and
clarify the meaning of his answers, "Why do you
say so?" or "Would you tell me more about this?"
are examples of probing questions.
Types of questions. Different kinds of interview
questions are used in the Surveys of Consumer
Finances. "Direct questions," to which replies in
terms of "Yes" or "No" are possible, are satisfac-
tory if the inquiry is directed toward a simple,
generally understood fact (e.g., "Do you own a
car?"). "Multiple choice questions" presenting
alternatives to the respondent are often satisfactory
as an introduction to a topic. For example, the
surveys contain the question "Would you say you
people are better off or worse off financially now
than you were a year ago?" This question is, how-
ever, followed by another one, namely, "Why do
you say so?" Even to the first type of question,
most respondents reply in detail—and not simply by
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saying "better" or "worse"—and their answers are
taken down by the interviewer as nearly verbatim
as possible. The second question and other non-
directive probes serve to clarify the meaning of
the first answer. Questions of the form "Why do
you say so?" and other questions that need to be
answered in the respondent's own words are called
"open-ended questions." Questions such as "What
do you think will happen to the prices of things
you buy during 1950?" are examples of what is
called "fixed question-free answer" interviewing.
This form of question is used frequently.
Both the wording and sequence of questions are
"pre-tested." A preliminary version of the ques-
tionnaire is tried out on a limited number of re-
spondents who are not in the final sample to find
out if the questions are generally understandable
and whether they induce respondents to answer
in the terms needed. Among the many well-
established principles which are used as guides,
the following may be mentioned here. The mean-
ing of each word should be clear and simple.
Each question should be directed to a single
objective. One direct question is not sufficient
to cover an important and difficult problem which
often needs to be approached in several ways. The
"funnel arrangement" of starting with a general
question and following with more specific ques-
tions is useful.
It follows from these principles that if data re-
lating to some standard definition of saving are
desired, it would be poor technique to ask a re-
spondent how much he saved last year. The term
"saved" would be understood in different ways by
different respondents and answers to the same ques-
tion would be directed toward a number of differ-
ent activities (for example, to saving through put-
ting money in a bank, through repaying a debt,
etc.). Even a more specific inquiry, such as that
about savings accounts and their changes during
the past year, must be approached gradually. The
respondent is first told that many people have
savings accounts and that there are different kinds
of savings accounts. Then he is asked whether he
has a savings account in a bank; whether other
members of his spending unit have such an account;
whether he has more than one such account. The
same questions are repeated regarding money on
deposit with savings or building and loan associ-
ations, credit unions, or postal savings accounts.
Only after these questions does the inquiry turn
toward the amounts held.
CHOOSING A CROSS-SECTION OF CONSUMERS
General principles of choosing a sample. Sampling
is used widely in many phases of human activity,
scientific, governmental, business, manufacturing,
recreational. Our safety often depends on sampling
processes as evidenced, for instance, by sample tests
of electrical fuses, or sample bacterial counts of a
city's water supply.
Estimates derived from small samples, such as
the 3,500 consumer unit sample used in these sur-
veys, will vary from the results that would be ob-
tained if the entire population were interviewed.
However, the expected range of this variation can
be measured and controlled if the sample is selected
by methods consistent with "probability sampling";
that is, methods by which the probability of selec-
tion is known for every member of the population.
The procedure provides a method by which the
different sections of the population may be properly
represented in the sample. Whereas the use of
judgment properly enters into definitions and other
preliminary procedures of the sampling operation,
the actual selection of the sample is free of personal
judgment and in accord with the laws of proba-
bility.
The probability procedure may be illustrated by
the mechanism used by the Selective Service; slips
of paper bearing numbers are thoroughly mixed
in a bowl and then selected one at a time. Each
of the numbers selected designates the drafting of
the individuals holding the specified registration
numbers.
The process of selecting a sample of employees
from the payroll list of a factory is a simple matter.
On a list of employees, which represents the "popu-
lation," each employee can be designated by a dif-
ferent number. The equivalent of mixing in a
bowl is accomplished by means of a table of ran-
dom numbers. Each number drawn from the
table clearly designates one person on the list to be
included in the sample. The required quantity
of random numbers can be drawn from the table
and the sample is clearly specified.
How the sample is chosen. The sampling pro-
cedures of the Surveys of Consumer Finances are
based on the principles of probability sampling
illustrated above. They are, however, more com-
plex because of the nature of the sampling prob-
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lems, as described below; there are also slight
departures from the ideal as will be discussed in the
paragraph relating to the listing of dwelling units.
There is no list of all the families or spending
units in the United States from which a sample
could be selected and designated. The establish-
ment of such a list would not be a practical
undertaking. Furthermore, even if a list were avail-
able, the individuals selected from it would be so
widely dispersed geographically that the cost of in-
terviewing would be very high.
The Surveys of Consumer Finances are designed
on the basis of a work load of about 40 to 50 inter-
views within each primary area selected (usually
a county), and two interviews to a sample block
within towns. This procedure, known as "cluster-
ing" the sample, reduces the costs of travel and
interviewer time in reaching designated respondents.
The clustering is intended to achieve the most ac-
ceptable compromise between two factors which
have opposite effects on the efficiency of sample
design: the greater the spread of a sample of given
size, the more precisely will it represent the diverse
elements of the population; the smaller the spread of
the sample, the less the cost per interview.
The sampling procedure used in the Surveys
of Consumer Finances is known as multi-stage
area sampling. The process of selection has several
stages; at each stage the area to be sampled is
divided into several parts with clearly designated
boundaries, and some of the parts are then selected
into the sample according to specified probabilities.
First counties are selected; then cities, towns, or
townships within the counties; then city blocks in
cities and small geographical areas in other places;
finally dwelling units within the blocks or areas.
Thus by successive selections of areas, individual
dwellings are selected and the spending units living
in these dwellings are designated for the sample.
Despite these complexities the essential qualities of
probability sampling are maintained. That is to
say, the equivalent of a list representing the popu-
lation covered by the survey is used at each stage
in the process of selecting the sample, and thereby
each member drawn into the sample is randomly
designated.
Techniques for increasing sample precision. Two
major devices are used for increasing sample pre-
cision or the likelihood that the sample will have
the same characteristics as the total population.
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One of these is stratification. The other is selection
with "probabilities proportional to size."
Stratification. By this device, the population to
be sampled is first sorted into several groups
(strata) on the basis of relevant social and economic
variables. Subsequently units within each of these
strata are selected for the sample, thus insuring that
it will more accurately reflect the diversity of the
population in regard to those variables. Insofar
as the variables used in stratification are related to
the variables being measured by the survey, the
precision of findings is increased. The 12 largest
metropolitan areas, each of which contained a mil-
lion or more inhabitants in 1940, are considered
separately from the rest of the country for survey
purposes. These 12 areas contain 48 counties and
about 30 per cent of the nation's population. The
largest is the New York area with about a tenth
of the population in 15 counties and the smallest is
the Cleveland area in Cuyahoga County, Ohio.
Each of the central cities of the 12 metropolitan
areas is included in the sample. A sample from a
list of the cities, towns, and rural districts in the
suburban areas surrounding these central cities is
drawn. The sampling of blocks and dwelling units
within these cities and towns is similar to that
described below for cities and towns outside the
metropolitan areas.
Outside the 12 metropolitan areas there are about
3,000 counties, each of which (or sometimes an
adjacent group of two or three counties) is a
potential primary sampling area. Originally, these
counties were sorted into 54 groups (strata) on the
basis of the following variables: percentage of 1940
population living in urban places; average per
capita bond sales in 1943; degree of industrializa-
tion as indicated by the proportion of the 1940
working population employed in manufacturing
industries; percentages of the 1940 population
which were native white; and average size of farm
according to the 1940 Census of Agriculture. One
primary area per stratum was selected in a random
manner from the list of areas for each stratum.
Work has been under way for some time to
make it possible to change to a new set of
54 primary areas. In this, new grouping, more
emphasis is being given to such factors as popu-
lation concentration and geographic location and,
in some instances, primary sampling areas larger
than single counties have been established. More-
over, a new technique for controlling the selection
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of primary areas has been devised, which on tests
o£ several important items has yielded increased
precision of results.
2 The shift from the old to the
new set of primary areas is being made gradually
and to date only 17 of the original 54 primary
areas have been replaced by new ones. (The 54
selections and the 12 large metropolitan areas com-
prise the 66 primary sampling areas of the survey.)
Each of the 54 primary areas is divided into two
parts: (1) cities, towns, villages, and unincorporated
congested areas, and (2) open country. The areas
included in (1) are divided into several subgroups
(substrata) and from each subgroup one place is
selected for the sample. The entire area of each
place selected is divided into blocks (small areas
with definite boundaries, usually streets), the blocks
are listed and numbered consecutively, and a set of
sample blocks scattered through the various parts
of the town is selected from the list. A map of the
town showing the sample blocks, and a separate
"listing sheet" for each sample block, with a sketch
of the boundaries, are given to the interviewer, who
is instructed to enter on separate lines the complete
address (with description where necessary) of every
dwelling unit located within its boundaries. From
these lists a sample of dwelling units is selected and
the interviewer is directed to take interviews at the
selected addresses.
The sparsely populated "open country" portions
of the primary area are sampled in a slightly differ-
ent but analogous manner: the entire area is
divided into small segments bounded by roads, rail-
roads, streams, township lines, etc. These subdi-
visions are numbered consecutively, and random
selection from this listing yields several segments
scattered through the various parts of the county.
The interviewer is given a county map showing
these segments and told to take interviews at each
dwelling located inside their boundaries.
In all the different stages of molding the sample,
the selections are made in the Ann Arbor office in
2 Briefly, this technique makes sure that the primary areas
selected from the various strata will be better distributed
with respect to geographical location and other variables
than they would ordinarily be by stratification alone. It in-
volves a coordination of the selection of primary areas within
the various strata at the same time adhering rigorously to
principles of probability sampling. For further details, see
the forthcoming article "Controlled Selection—A Technique
in Probability Sampling," by Roe Goodman and Leslie Kish
in the September 1950 Journal of the American Statistical
Association.
accordance with predetermined probabilities, with
the use of tables of random numbers.
Selection with "probabilities proportional to size."
Another step in increasing sample precision is to
give each primary area a probability of being chosen
proportional to a measure of the number of
people it contains. The sampling rates within pri-
mary areas are controlled so that each dwelling unit
has the desired probability of being selected, re-
gardless of where it is located. This technique, in
addition to increasing the sampling precision, con-
tributes to easier administration by making for a
relatively stable number of interviews from each
type of sampling unit (county, city, or block).
Although the measure is usually based on the 1940
population, there is no fixed "quota" of interviews
to be taken in any one area. Insofar as some
sample counties, towns, or blocks have increased in
population since 1940, this increase will be re-
flected, within limits of sampling variability, in a
larger sample from those places. For cities with
over 50,000 population, the number of dwellings in
each block shown in the 1940 Census Block Sta-
tistics is used, supplemented by an additional selec-
tion from blocks which had no dwellings in 1940.
3
In smaller places aerial photographs are utilized to
obtain a rough count of the dwellings in the blocks.
The "Master Sample," from which the listing of
the towns and rural congested areas in the sample
counties is obtained, also provides the material for
selection of segments in the open country areas.*
Oversampling of high-income groups. Another im-
portant device used for improving the precision of
some of the survey results is the procedure for in-
creasing the number of interviews with people at
higher economic levels. This group represents the
far end of the highly skewed distributions of in-
come, of amounts saved, and of assets. Because
of the concentration of income and saving among
a relatively small proportion of the population, in-
formation received from a relatively few respon-
dents weighs heavily in the means, aggregates, and
distributions of aggregates collected in the survey.
There is great variation in the amounts received,
3 When 1950 Census Block Statistics become available,
these data rather than the 1940 data will be used.
4 The Master Sample comprises maps and other materials
for the entire country which greatly facilitate the selection
procedures involved in area sampling. Developed jointly by
Iowa State College, the U. S. Bureau of Agricultural Eco-
nomics, and the U. S. Bureau of the Census, the material can
now be obtained from the Bureau of the Census.
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held, invested, and spent by the members of this
group. By increasing the number of "wealthy"
respondents in the sample, a more reliable repre-
sentation of this important group is obtained. In
the tabulation of results the interviews from the
oversampled dwellings receive a proportionately
smaller weight so that they appear in their proper
proportions in the final results.
The procedure for oversampling must rely on in-
direct means, because direct identification of dwell-
ings with high-income occupants is not usually
possible. In the Surveys of Consumer Finances
various indirect procedures are used. For cities with
populations over 50,000, Census figures give the
average rent paid per block; dwellings in high-
rent blocks, and also dwellings in high-rent
suburbs, are oversampled in the Surveys of Con-
sumer Finances. Also, at the time of listing
dwellings in these blocks the interviewers are in-
structed to indicate whether they think the dwell-
ings are occupied by high-, medium-, or low-income
families. Dwellings rated "medium" are sampled
at twice the rate of "low" dwellings. Dwellings
rated "high" at six times this rate. (In the three
surveys prior to 1950, the "high" dwellings were
sampled at four times the rate of the "low" and
that experience indicated the advisability of greater
oversampling.) In other cities and towns the dwell-
ings rated high as well as those rated medium are
sampled at twice the rate of the lows; in these
smaller places the highest rate of oversampling is
not applied because it is believed that the addi-
tional cost of this procedure is not justified in view
of the relatively small proportion of potential high-
income respondents.
It should be noted, of course, that this device of
oversampling on the basis of subjective ratings does
not affect the representativeness of the original
sampling procedures. The weight assigned to each
interview takes into account the rate of sampling.
If some dwellings rated high prove to contain
low-income families, this merely increases the num-
ber of interviews from low-income families, with-
out adding to their weighted proportion in the
final sample, and fails to add interviews from high-
income families. Hence, inaccuracies in the sub-
jective ratings reduce the gains in over-all precision
accruing from the oversampling procedure; but
they do not bias the sample results.
No substitutions in sample. After the dwelling
units have been selected each interviewer is given
relatively simple instructions with respect to pro-
cedure. At each dwelling assigned to him, he is
instructed to list the occupants, to identify the fam-
ily units and the spending units, and to interview
the head of every spending unit. Substitutions for
non-responses are not allowed because they would
not be true substitutes, and because their effect on
the over-all procedure might be to render the sample
results less accurate.
A high enough sampling rate is taken to obtain
approximately the desired number after allowing
for losses due to non-response.
Inaccuracies in listing. In the carrying out of field
operations there are some departures from specifi-
cations. Occasionally some dwellings are over-
looked at the time of the listing. A number of
these omissions are later discovered and included
during the interviewing period. The inter-
viewer may also make a mistake in identifying
the boundaries of a sample block or segment.
Finally, there is the difficulty of including in
the listings all the newly constructed dwellings as
they become occupied. Some listings are from
one to four months old, at the time interviewing
begins. These listings, however, include dwellings
under construction, and such dwellings are in-
cluded in the addresses in the samples. For block
listings which are older than that a procedure is
used to bring into the sample newer dwellings in
these blocks in their proper proportion. This is
done by selecting a sample of these blocks for in-
spection by the interviewer, who locates any new
and unlisted dwelling while he is interviewing
in the block.
Survey definitions. A spending unit is a group of
persons living in the same dwelling and related
by blood, marriage, or adoption, who pool their
incomes for their major items of expense. In
some instances a spending unit consists of only
one person.
Each dwelling unit contains at least one family
unit and at least one spending unit. The spending
unit containing the head of the household is the
primary spending unit regardless of the number of
spending units in the dwelling.
A family unit consists of all persons living in the
same dwelling and related by blood, marriage, or
adoption. Some family units consist of more than
one spending unit because adult children, parents,
or other relatives, even though they live in the same
dwelling, do not necessarily pool their incomes
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with that of the head of the family. Such spending
units are called related secondary spending units.
A family unit may consist of only one person.
Some dwelling units contain more than one
family unit; for example, roomers, boarders, serv-
ants, or other occupants unrelated to the head of
the household constitute separate family units.
These are classified as unrelated secondary spend-
ing units.
Of the spending units in the 1950 survey (3,512
in number) 82.5 per cent were primary spending
units, 13.1 per cent were related secondary spend-
ing units, and 4.4 per cent were unrelated second-
ary spending units. These proportions correspond
to those obtained from the 3,510 spending units
in the 1949 survey and the 3,562 in the 1948 sur-
vey within one-tenth of one per cent.
Exclusions from the survey universe. The sample
is designed to represent the consumers living in
private households in the continental United States
and does not include members of the armed forces
or other persons living on military reservations,
residents in hospitals or other institutions (penal,
educational, religious, etc.), or residents in hotels,
large boarding houses, and tourist camps. It is
estimated that about 3 per cent of the population
of 150 million was thereby excluded from the uni-
verse from which the sample was drawn.
Independence of survey estimates. Survey findings
regarding the percentage distribution of spending
units or families are reported without adjustment
or correction on the basis of outside information.
Findings presented in terms of millions of units
or billions of dollars are calculated by multiplying
survey averages by a factor (either the number of
spending units or family units) which depends
upon the estimated number of dwelling units in
the nation. These estimates of the number of
dwelling units are made on the basis of Census
estimates which are prepared for April of each
year. Figures shown for earlier years represent
minor revisions of those published in previous
issues of the BULLETIN. According to currently
available information, the number of dwelling
units occupied as private households is estimated
at 42.9 million for February 1, 1950, at 41.8 million
for February 1, 1949, and at 40.4 million for Febru-
ary 1, 1948. From these figures, on the basis of
survey findings, the following estimates of the num-
bers of spending units and family units are derived:
Type of unit
Primary spending units (equal to occupied
dwelling units) i
Unrelated secondary spending units
Family units


























Altogether 3,512 interviews were taken in 1950
in about 3,000 dwellings in 66 primary sampling
areas. They were located in about 1,500 blocks in
44 cities with over 50,000 population and 150
smaller cities, towns, and villages, and in 167 open
country segments. In the 1949 survey a portion
of the sample was drawn from respondents previ-
ously interviewed, while the entire sample of other
surveys consisted of respondents not previously
interviewed.
ANALYSIS
Editing. The interviews are carefully reviewed
in the central office as they arrive so that errors
in content or technique may be spotted and cor-
rected. This review is the first of the two stages
of "editing." Each interview is studied to
discover if the data which it contains are com-
plete and internally consistent. Sometimes the
answer to one question in an interview can be
clarified or corrected in the light of answers to
other questions. Sometimes the information in the
interview is not clear or is incomplete. Where
the information in question is important, the pro-
cedure is to send the interview back to the inter-
viewer so that he may revisit the respondent and
ask whatever additional questions may be needed.
In 1950, about 5 per cent of the respondents were
interviewed a second time.
In the second stage of editing, a series of com-
putations are made for each interview. Amount
saved, total indebtedness, expenditures for durable
goods, estimated income taxes, and the relation of
these amounts to income are computed for each
spending unit from answers received to several
questions.
Coding. Coders classify the edited data in a series
of code numbers which can be punched on cards
for tabulating. In the 1950 survey a typical inter-
view required numerical entries by a coder in
each of 465 columns. Some of these classifications
require no judgment, as in the case of age; others
JULY 1950 801
Federal Reserve Bulletin: July 1950METHODS OF THE SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
require the exercise of judgment in the application
of general principles to individual responses.
To the extent that judgment is required in
coding, differences of opinion can arise. To
prevent individual coders from diverging from
the general practice, a sample of the interviews
coded by each coder is independently recoded.
Any differences found are discussed and re-
solved. The frequency of double coding is great-
est in the early stages of the coding of a study
and is reduced as the coders become more familiar
with the problems involved. In the 1950 survey
the rate of double coding in the later stages was
one interview in ten.
Comparability of coding between surveys must
also be maintained. Ordinarily, careful super-
vision by experienced personnel is adequate to
maintain this type of comparability but instances
have arisen in which it has been necessary to have
one group of coders code the data for the current
survey and also recode data of the preceding survey.
The coded information is punched on machine
tabulation cards. In addition, weights are punched
in for each interview. The weights are determined
first by the sampling ratio used: an interview
obtained from a stratum of the sample that was
sampled with the ratio of 16,000 to 1 obtains, for
example, twice as large a weight as an interview
from a stratum with a sampling ratio of 8,000 to 1.
Secondly, the response rate is taken into account in
determining the weights. An interview from a
stratum in which relatively many respondents were
not at home or refused to be interviewed ob-
tains a correspondingly higher weight than one
from a stratum which was almost completely
enumerated. The proportions shown in the pub-
lished tables thus represent weighted proportions
of the sample.
"Family cards" are prepared in addition to
"spending unit cards." Some information is pre-
sented only for spending units. For instance, it
would be difficult, and not very useful, to express
attitudes and expectations obtained separately from
father and financially independent son in terms of
the family unit. Some information, however, is
clearly additive and calculations are made to deter-
mine the income, the assets, and the amounts saved
for both spending units and family units. In those
few cases in which one spending unit belonging
to a family consisting of several units fails to give
the required information, assignments are made
for the missing unit on the basis of average data
derived from similar units. Because of this pro-
cedure, spending unit data are somewhat more
reliable than family unit data.
The analysis process is based on the principle
that information derived from a single question
needs to be supplemented by information concern-
ing its relation to other data obtained from the
same respondent. Great emphasis is put, therefore,
on tabulations concerning the relation of two or
more variables.
RELIABILITY OF SURVEY DATA
Sample interview surveys, if properly conducted,
yield valuable information and useful estimates,
but they do not yield exact values. The estimates
are subject to errors arising from diverse sources
which may be classified into three major, types:
sampling errors, non-response errors, and reporting
errors.
SAMPLING ERRORS
Sampling variations occur because a sample
rather than the total population referred to in survey
findings was designated to be interviewed. Because
of chance fluctuations the distribution of individ-
uals selected for the sample will differ from that of
the population from which they were selected; that
is, the proportion of people in the sample having a
given attitude, income, or savings will usually be
somewhat larger or somewhat smaller than the pro-
portion which would have been obtained if the total
population instead of a sample had been designated
to be interviewed. The value which would have
been obtained if the entire population had been
designated to be interviewed by the same survey
procedure will be called briefly the central value;
it might differ from the true value because of
errors of reporting and of non-reporting. If dif-
ferent samples were used under the same survey
conditions some of the estimates would be larger
than the central value and some would be
smaller. The sampling error is a measure of
this chance fluctuation due to sampling variation.
While it does not measure the actual error of a
particular sample estimate, the sampling error does
indicate the range on either side of the sample
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estimate within which the central value can An estimate based on a subgroup has a larger
be expected to lie 95 chances in 100. In about sampling error than a corresponding estimate based
five of every hundred cases, the central value on the entire sample. For example, an estimate
can be expected by chance to lie outside this of the proportion of one occupational group that
range; if one requires a greater degree of confi- earns more than $3,000. has a larger error than an
dence than this, a wider range than the sampling estimate of the proportion of the entire population
error should be used. On the other hand, most that earns over $3,000, because the former is based
of the time the actual error of sampling will be on fewer interviews.
less than the sampling error defined above; in In general, the sampling error of each estimate
about 68 cases of every 100 the central value can is different from all others. However, there is
be expected to lie within a range of one-half the enough similarity among them to warrant the pres-
sampling error of the sample estimates. entation of a table giving rough estimates of the
For example, the survey estimate that 22 per cent sampling error for various percentages and for dif-
of the spending units purchased automobiles in ferent approximate numbers of interviews. In
1949 is subject to a sampling error of about 2 most tables, the number of cases in each subgroup
percentage points. Thus the statement that the is published in the BULLETIN articles covering the
central value is within the range 20-24 per cent 1950 survey. Where the figure is not published, it
has 95 in 100 chances of being correct. The can be approximated by multiplying 3,500 by the
chances are 5 in 100 that it lies outside that range, percentage shown in the tables.
However, the chances are 68 in 100 that it lies
Within the range 21-23 per cent. APPROXIMATE SAMPLING ERRORS OF SURVEY FINDINGS
The Size of the sampling error is influenced by [Expressed in percentages]
a variety of factors. The larger the number of in- .(
Th
e chances are 95 in 100 that the central value lies
iii i • a i» / i i within a range equal to the reported percentage plus or
terviews and the larger their spread (that is, the minus the Jmhf^
1 o{ percentage points shown below.)
number of segments, blocks, towns, and counties
from which the interviews were selected), the
smaller the sampling error.
Within the same survey, different items have
different sampling errors. Among the more vari-
able are the estimates of mean income, mean sav-
ing, mean holding of liquid assets, and the aggre-
gates based on these means. The distributions of
these items are highly skewed because there are
some very large individual returns, and the
sampling errors of these estimates are relatively Sampling errors are important in evaluating
large. The medians of these items have somewhat changes found for comparable items in two suc-
smaller sampling errors because they are not affected cessive surveys or in two different subgroups of the
by the size of the large extreme values (for example, same survey. It is necessary to establish the degree
the sampling error of the survey estimate of median of confidence the analyst may have that the differ-
income of $2,840 in 1948 is approximately $150 ences noted indicate real changes in the universe
while that of the mean of $3,490 is $180). The rather than random variations in the samples. If the
mean price of automobiles, an item which has a difference between the percentages shown for a given
distribution with a smaller range, has a much item in two separate surveys is as great as or greater
smaller sampling error. than the value shown in the table of "Sampling
The sampling errors of a percentage vary with Errors of Differences," the chances are at least 95
its size. In the neighborhood of 50 per cent the in 100 that the differences are not due to sampling
error is comparatively large (2.6 per cent) and it variation. For example, it was found in the 1948
does not change much between 30 and 70 per cent, survey that about 17 per cent of all spending units
The sampling error declines from 2.1 to 1.1 per received incomes of between $3,000 and $3,999 in
cent, however, as the percentage being estimated 1947, and in the 1949 survey that about 20 per cent
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Since both of these estimates are based on the entire
sample of approximately 3,500 spending units, it
can be seen from the table that a difference of 2.2
percentage points or more is statistically significant.
The chances are less than 5 in 100 that the increase
in the proportion of units in this income bracket
resulted from chance fluctuations in the samples.
The sampling errors of differences between two
estimates are usually somewhat greater than those
for the estimates themselves. However, because of
SAMPLING ERRORS OF DIFFERENCES
1
(Differences required for significance [95 per cent prob-
ability] in comparisons of percentages derived from successive
Surveys of Consumer Finances and from two different sub-
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1 The sampling error does not measure the actual error that is
involved in specific survey measurements. It shows that—except
for nonsampling errors, errors in. reporting, in interpretation, etc.—
differences larger than those found in the table will arise by chance
in only 5 cases in 100. Values given in the table are rough esti-
mates and hence are expressed as whole percentages except where
the comparisons are between entire samples of 3,500.
2 The entire sample of each survey.
the design and nature of the surveys this effect is
generally slight.
What conclusions can be justified if the differ-
ence between two reported percentages is smaller
than the sampling error? In this situation the sur-
vey results themselves do not establish the existence
of a difference with a high degree of confidence. It
does not, however, follow from the finding that
there is no difference between the two results.
What can be said on the basis of the survey data is
that the two proportions are not greatly different
but the chances are somewhat greater of a small
shift in the direction of the observed difference than
of a shift in the opposite direction.
There are numerous instances in which differ-
ences that are not statistically significant shed light
on the validity of hypotheses. Two examples may
serve to illustrate what is meant. Let us assume
that a student of the economic developments of
1949, a year in which production showed a sharp
decline, sets forth the hypothesis that at the end of
the year a substantially larger proportion of busi-
nessmen would evaluate their financial position as
having deteriorated than as having improved. The
survey findings—see Table 2, page 648, of the June
1950 Federal Reserve BULLETIN—show that 35 per
cent of the businessmen said that they were better
ofl and 32 per cent that they were worse off. The
difference is not statistically significant. Neverthe-
less, the finding establishes with a high degree of
confidence that the hypothesis set forth above is not
correct. It is not true that the proportion of busi-
nessmen who considered their financial position as
worse was substantially larger than the proportion
who considered it as better.
Sometimes results that are not significant in-
dividually can be combined; the combination may
enable the analyst to test important hypotheses. We
may refer to Table 8, page 21, of the January 1950
Federal Reserve BULLETIN. The table shows the fre-
quency of negative saving among groups with dif-
ferent income changes and different income levels.
Since such groups are relatively small, most differ-
ences shown are below the level of significance.
We find, for instance, that among spending units
with a large increase in income and less than $1,000
income 32 per cent dissaved in 1948, while among
spending units with no change in income and less
than $1,000 income 29 per cent dissaved. If that
would be all the surveys found, the analyst could
not draw any reliable conclusions. But the same
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relationship, a slightly larger proportion of dissavers
among those with large income increases than
among those with stable income, was found in four
of the other five income groups and had also
been found for the years 1946 and 1947. That this
should occur by chance alone is, of course, very im-
probable (and the probability can be calculated).
It follows that we can (a) contradict the hypothesis
that dissaving is more frequent among spending
units with stable incomes than among units with
substantial income increases and (b) conclude with
some degree of confidence that dissaving is some-
what more frequent among spending units with
substantial income increases than among those with
stable incomes. The analyst should view each sur-
vey finding within the context of other evidence
from the survey, as well as from other sources, and
not in isolation.
NON-RESPONSE ERRORS
Survey data are subject to errors due to non-
response. Ideally, it is required in probability sam-
pling that complete information be obtained from
all spending units located in every one of the dwell-
ing units designated in the sample. This aim
rarely, if ever, has been fully achieved. Some
designated respondents are not at home and some
refuse to be interviewed or to give complete in-
formation;
Attempts are made in the Surveys of Consumer
Finances to minimize the extent of non-response.
Four calls, and in some cases even more, are made
at different times of the day and week at dwelling
units in which no one has been found at home.
Nevertheless, in the 1950 survey the frequency of
"not-at-home units" was 4.5 per cent of all identified
spending units in the sample.
If a designated respondent refuses to be inter-
viewed or refuses to give relevant information, a
letter is sent from the central office urging him to
reconsider his position. The letter is followed by a
second visit. Nevertheless, in 6.8 per cent of the
cases in the 1950 survey a complete interview could
not be obtained.
Errors from non-response due to "not-at-home
cases" or refusals to be interviewed can be some-
what reduced by determining the rate of response
for a considerable number of strata of the sample
and modifying the weights of the complete inter-
views in each stratum according to the response
rate. Thus, for example, the non-response cases
in high-rental areas in large cities are treated dif-
ferently from the non-response cases in Southern
rural areas.
In a few cases interviews that are not entirely
complete are accepted. This is done, for instance,
if all relevant information is obtained except in-
come (this occurred in 1.1 per cent of the cases in
1950), or if all relevant information (including in-
come) is obtained except for certain types of
liquid asset holdings (information about liquid
assets was partly or wholly missing in 2.9 per cent
of the interviews in 1950). The proportion of ac-
cepted interviews which are lacking specific items
of information is usually shown in the tables re-
porting the survey findings in the "not ascertained'
1
category. If this principle were to be carried out
without exception, however, a somewhat mislead-
ing impression might be conveyed. The student
of the findings would have to conclude, lacking
further information, that the "not ascertained"
cases are distributed in proportion to the other
cases. In some instances, among which the dis-
tribution of income and of amounts saved are of
greatest importance, such an interpretation would
be erroneous. For example, from a study of the
relation between income and occupation, type of
community, housing status, and liquid asset hold-
ings, it appears that respondents whose income is
not ascertained fall with relatively greater fre-
quency in the low- and the high-income groups.
Therefore, a few of the important financial dis-
tributions derived from the survey are presented
after, as well as before, assignment of unascertained
cases. The assignments are made by dividing the
sample into relatively homogeneous strata and at-
tributing to each unascertained case the average
value of the stratum to which it belongs, taking into
account partial information when it is available.
REPORTING ERRORS
Survey data are also known to be subject to re-
porting errors. The most important source of
these errors is thought to be incorrect recall. Both
psychological studies and special investigations con-
ducted with repeated financial surveys indicate that
frequency and size of memory errors increase with
the period of time between an event and its recall.
Thus information obtained at the beginning of
1950 on income received in 1948 is subject to
greater memory errors than information on income
received in 1949. Furthermore, the memory errors
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are greater with respect to subjectively unimportant
events than to important events. Small amounts
of income received from odd sources, or small ex-
penditures made several months before the inter-
view, are more often forgotten and not mentioned
than large transactions.
To reduce memory errors, the interviewers fre-
quently call attention to the fact that it is hard to
remember some of the information requested. In
some cases they may suggest that the respondent
consult his notes or records concerning, for instance,
the amounts paid on mortgage debts or the amount
of deposits held with banks a year earlier. Even
if these suggestions are not followed, they tend to
impress the respondents with the need for exact
information and tend to be helpful during the
interview. Thus, although interviewers are in-
structed not to bring up the subject of income tax
returns, a substantial number of the respondents
do consult tax returns or other records such as pay-
roll slips in connection with answering questions
about their income.
Reporting errors may also result from intentional
falsification of responses. Methodological studies
making use of repeated questioning of the same re-
spondents concerning the same problems indicate
that the frequency of such action is not great. The
readiness with which information is provided and
the consistency of information on expenditures, sav-
ings, and income are evidence that in most instances
the respondents did not falsify substantially the in-
formation they gave. Nevertheless, intentional un-
derstatement of income and assets undoubtedly oc-
curs in some cases.
If consecutive surveys are conducted by means of
the same methods, it is probable that they are sub-
ject to similar reporting errors. There is some
evidence of similarity in non-response errors in suc-
cessive surveys: the rates of response in different
strata of the sample have been found to be consistent
in the annual Surveys of Consumer Finances. This
indicates that year-to-year comparisons may be less
subject to reporting and non-response errors than
information relating to one year only and derived
from one survey only, To be specific: understate-
ments of income or refusal to be interviewed on the
part of high-income people may introduce some
error in a survey finding such as "15 per cent of the
spending units had an income of over $5,000 in
1948"; but a survey finding such as "the proportion
of spending units with over $5,000 income rose sub-
stantially between 1946 and 1948" is subject to a
smaller error from these sources.
Data relating to one year only as well as year-
to-year comparisons are, of course, subject to sam-
pling errors. Regarding year-to-year comparisons
of surveys employing substantially similar proce-
dures, sampling errors appear to be relatively more
important as a source of error than either reporting
or non-response errors.
EFFECT OF SIZE OF SAMPLE ON RELIABILITY
The size of the sample of the Surveys of Con-
sumer Finances has been determined by consider-
ing the degree of exactitude required in data re-
ferring to all spending units and to certain large
groups of spending units such as occupational,
income, and age groups. For certain important
economic problems, however, it would be useful to
obtain information relating to smaller subgroups,
for instance, to the group of people with high in-
comes, high assets, and high savings. Frequently
the number of cases in such subgroups is so small
that information pertaining to them is not reliable
(i.e., the differences obtained in the values of two
such subgroups are smaller than the sampling errors
of these differences). While complex statistical
methods may help to provide information in such
cases, the most obvious remedial measure is to in-
crease the size of the sample.
There are, however, objections to a substantial
increase of the sample size, in addition to the
obvious limitations of survey costs. The errors of
reporting and non-response, while not readily meas-
urable, may equal or exceed the sampling errors.
Unlike sampling errors, errors of these types
cannot be diminished through increasing the size
of the sample. On the contrary, because of the
greater problems in hiring and training personnel
and checking and handling data, these errors may
be greater in larger samples and in a complete
census than in a well-designed but smaller sample
survey. Hence the total errors may be smaller on
many items for a relatively small survey than for
a larger one. The best way to control errors is
through maintenance of high quality in all relevant
aspects of the survey technique.
OTHER LIMITATIONS OF THE SURVEYS
In evaluating the use that can be made of the
survey method for economic-statistical research, it
must be kept in mind that there are limitations
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concerning the kind of information that can be
obtained through surveys. First of all, no questions
can be asked about financial data about which indi-
vidual consumers do not have any information.
This self-evident limitation applies, for instance, to
amounts saved. For example, if saving were de-
fined to include not the total premium payment but
only the increase of life insurance reserves which
accrues to a policyholder in a given year, policy-
holders usually would not have this information.
Consequently, in the Surveys of Consumer Finances
the entire life insurance premium is considered
saving. Similar difficulties arise in connection with
monthly payments on mortgages which are not
broken down into principal, interest, and taxes.
Difficulties such as these may not be insuperable in
some instances, although sufficiently great to make
a solution impracticable. Information about in-
come in kind—food grown on one's farm or value
of rent-free apartment—may serve as an example
of useful economic information which is not ob-
tained in the surveys because of the great difficul-
ties involved in its determination.
Information of some types can be obtained by
surveys only with great difficulty, if at all, although
it is probably available to respondents. Thus cur-
rency is omitted from liquid asset holdings as de-
fined in the surveys because repeated experimenta-
tion has indicated that holders of large amounts of
currency are reluctant to give information on cur-
rency in their possession.
CHECKS ON RELIABILITY OF DATA
Checks on the reliability of survey techniques
are derived from the internal consistency of
data collected in a single survey, from re-
peated surveys, and from comparison with outside
data. While no outside information is available
about the distribution of heads of spending units
by occupation or age, such data obtained in five
annual Surveys of Consumer Finances were found
to be consistent. Tables 1, 2, and 3 show the oc-
cupation, age, and education of the heads of spend-
ing units interviewed in the years 1947 through
1950. The differences from year to year are within
the range of sampling errors with the exception
of changes in occupation. Here the data show an
increase in the proportion of unemployed at the
expense of other groups, a finding which is in
accord with other information.
TABLE 1
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1 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
TABLE 2
















































1 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
TABLE 3
EDUCATION OF HEAD OF SPENDING UNIT
Education
None .




































1 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
In studying relationships that might be assumed
not to change from year to year, consistent informa-
tion is obtained: for example, the relation between
income changes and purchases of durable goods
has remained substantially the same in several con-
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secutive surveys. Finally, it may be reported that
attitudinal information obtained from the same
respondents in successive interviews has been found
to be consistent; most respondents either reported
similar opinions or motives in two successive sur-
veys or explained that they had changed their
minds.
Some information about the joint effect of
sampling errors, reporting errors, and non-response
errors can be derived from comparing information
that is available both from the surveys and from
outside data. Only a few examples of such infor-
mation can be presented because the surveys are not
intended to duplicate data that can be or usually
are obtained by other methods. Moreover, all these
examples refer to aggregate data and not to distribu-
tions of aggregates. The errors involved in aggre-
gate data calculated from surveys usually are con-
siderably greater than the errors involved in
frequency distributions of the same data. This state-
ment may be explained by referring to the errors
involved in computing aggregate personal income
from the surveys. The number of cases with over
$100,000 income in any one survey is subject to large
variation. If nothing but the size distribution of in-
come is published and the top bracket is that of the
proportion of units with over $10,000 income, it
does not matter whether by chance one, two, or
three respondents with over $100,000 income fall
into the sample. The frequency of respondents
with very high incomes has, however, a substan-
tial effect on the errors of estimating aggregates.
Furthermore, reporting errors often affect survey
aggregates to a greater extent than frequency dis-
tributions derived from surveys: for example, a
tendency of high-income people to underestimate
their incomes would influence the former much
more than the latter.
By multiplying the mean income obtained from
the sample of the Surveys of Consumer Finances
by the best available estimate of the number
of spending units in private households in the
nation, an aggregate income of 176 billion dollars
was obtained for 1948 (161 billion for 1947).
These estimates differ from total personal income
as published by the Commerce Department (212
billion dollars for 1948 and 194 billion for 1947)
both in coverage and in the definition of income.
As discussed before, the surveys exclude the insti-
tutional and the transient population; the Com-
merce Department income data include income in
kind and changes in farm inventories and differ
also in other respects from the survey definition
of income. Adding the probable income of the
excluded strata of the population raises the survey
aggregates to 180 billion dollars in 1948 and to 165
billion in 1947, while excluding types of income
not included in the surveys reduces the Commerce
Department income data to 195 billion dollars in
1948 and 183 billion in 1947. It then appears that
in both years the survey data on income received
accounted for approximately 90 per cent of the
Commerce Department calculations of income paid
out. The extent of the difference is probably ac-
counted for in part by reporting errors in the
surveys.
For another example of the degree of correspond-
ence between survey data and outside data, refer-
ence may be made to the total amount of United
States Government Series E savings bonds out-
standing—bonds which can be purchased only by
the consumer sector of the economy. In surveys
conducted in 1946 and 1947, aggregates of E-bonds
outstanding estimated from the surveys differed
by only a few percentage points from aggregates
derived from Treasury statistics. In 1948 and 1949
the difference increased and in February 1949 the
survey total was 13 per cent under the aggre-
gate derived from the Treasury data. The increase
in the difference is accounted for in part by sev-
eral factors. First, in 1946 a relatively short
period had elapsed between most purchases of war
bonds and the time of interview; in 1949, how-
ever, some people may have forgotten about bonds
that were purchased years earlier and failed to
report them. Secondly, a substantial volume of
bonds may now be tied up in trusts or included
in the estates of deceased holders.
Survey estimates of aggregate consumer bank
deposits amount to somewhat over 60 per cent of
outside estimates. The difference is much larger
than it is in the case of income and Government
bonds. One possible reason is a greater reporting
error (understatement due to memory error or will-
ful concealment) in the case of bank deposits than
for income or holdings of E-bonds. Other pos-
sible reasons for the larger difference are that there
may be differences in definition and that the sur-
veys may thus far be more successful than other
methods of estimate in excluding deposits owned
by individuals but considered by them to be busi-
ness deposits.
808 FEDERAL RESERVE BULLETIN
Federal Reserve Bulletin: July 1950METHODS OF THE SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
Both sampling and reporting errors are larger
in an estimate of amounts saved than in an esti-
mate of income or liquid assets. Amounts saved
are computed in the surveys from a large num-
ber of items of information, some of which are
supplied by a small proportion of respondents.
Because of the relatively infrequent occurrence
of large purchases and sales of stocks or bonds,
the errors in these estimates are substantial and
may influence the savings total. The computation
of saving for self-employed businessmen and farm-
ers is especially complex and may reflect consider-
able reporting error. At present, totals of saving
computed from the survey can be utilized to check
on changes in the direction of personal saving by
comparing yearly aggregates obtained by surveys
conducted with the same methods. Comparisons
with outside estimates of saving are very difficult
and imprecise at present, although potentially very
useful. Differences in concepts and universes pre-
sent much greater problems in comparing saving
statistics than in comparing income or liquid asset
holdings.
In some cases, the aggregates computed from
survey data not only agree with outside data to
a reasonable degree but provide some insight
into magnitudes which are not available from other
sources. For example, the 1949 survey indicated
that about 27 million cars were owned by private
consumer spending units on January 1, 1949. Out-
side estimates adjusted to the same date indicate
that somewhat over 30 million cars were registered
at that time.
5 The difference of 3 million is not
unreasonable and provides an estimate not pre-
viously available of the total number of passenger
cars owned by business firms, by Government and
nonprofit agencies, by the transient population, and
by owners of taxicabs. The errors involved in this
estimate are smaller than the errors involved in
estimating aggregate income or assets because (a)
memory errors in recalling automobile ownership
are negligible and (b) the range of automobile
ownership (0, 1, 2, or 3 per spending unit) is much
smaller than the range of income received.
Substantial progress has been made during the
past few years in developing survey methods in
general, and survey methods as applied to economic
questions. But the time to be content with achieve-
ment is still far off. Not so long ago it was thought
impracticable to collect information by interviewing
on such personal matters as the amount of bank
deposits held, or the frequency of different kinds
of sickness in the family. Today, it is known that
such information can be obtained by applying cer-
tain kinds of survey methods. But considerable
practice and experimentation is still needed to im-
prove these methods. Great efforts in these respects
are justified because important economic and social
data concerning the distribution of relevant magni-
tudes among people having different characteristics
probably cannot be obtained except by the sample
interview survey.
5R. L. Polk and Company report 1949 passenger car regis-
trations as of July 1 to be 32.73 millions. They further re-
port 2.16 million new cars registered during the period
January through June. The difference of 30.57 can be taken
as an estimate of cars in operation on January 1.
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